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Mary Kathleen Ernst continues to win acclaim for performances at major 
concert halls and music festivals internationally. A commanding performer 
of diverse repertoire from the Baroque to the present, Ernst has been featured 
at festivals including Tanglewood, Bar Harbor, New Orleans Festival of New 
Music, MusicAlaskaWomen, the Carnegie Hall Composer-Pianist Concerts, 
Music at Penn Alps and the Contemporary American Theater Festival Con-
certs. Hailed by critics as a pianist who “clearly rates among the best,” she 
has premiered American works in the European capitals of London, Ljublja-
na, Paris, Vienna, Madrid, Barcelona and Valencia. In the United States, she 
has been presented by such prestigious organizations as the Kennedy Center 
in Washington, Carnegie Hall and Lincoln Center in New York, National 
Public Radio and Television, Voice of America, and overseas by the United 
States Information Service and the Spanish Ministry of Culture. Ms. Ernst has 
emerged as one of the champions of contemporary American music, espe-
cially music by American women composers. 

She garnered top prizes in Spain’s Jose Iturbi International Piano Competi-
tion and the National Federation of Music Clubs Competition, grants from 
the National Endowment for the Arts, Reader’s Digest, the District of Co-
lumbia Commission on the Arts, the Virginia Commission on the Arts, and a 
United States Information Agency award for Outstanding Artistic and Human 
Qualities. 

A graduate of the Juilliard School, Ernst most recently served on the Perform-
ing Artist Faculty at the University of Virginia. In addition to teaching and 
performing  as a member of the McIntire Chamber Music Series, she created 
and directed Music and Mind, a community outreach program in local high 
schools. While previously serving as Artist in Residence at Shepherd Univer-
sity in West Virginia, she won a major grant from the Lila Wallace-Reader’s 
Digest Arts Partners Program for the creation of COAL, a two-year partner-
ship between the community and American composer Judith Shatin. A series 
of concerts and residencies for the community culminated with the premiere 
of Shatin’s oratorio, COAL, for chorus, Appalachian heritage musicians and 
electronics. The project, which sought to tie a community to its cultural 
heritage through contemporary music, won national recognition and was the 
subject of a PBS documentary. 

Ms. Ernst continues to work to bring the arts to communities and all levels of 
education. Her recordings include Keeping Time, Grammy-Nominated Tow-
er of The Eight Winds, Two by Three, music by American women composers 
(North South Consonance), Beethoven’s Fourth Piano Concerto, recorded 
live with the Charlottesville Symphony, and American Fantasies with violinist 
Hasse Borup.
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CD REVIEW NewMusicBox
Sounds Heard: 17 More Takes on those 88 Keys

....Two pianists who recently caught my attention with new releases devoted 
exclusively to American music composed within the last quarter century are 
Nicholas Phillips and Mary Kathleen Ernst. All in all, 17 composers are rep-
resented on their discs, showing that the instrument that once was a main-
stay in households all across the land still has a home in the 21st century.

Mary Kathleen Ernst’s new collection, Keeping Time, ups the ante on Phil-
lips’s by limiting her selection not only to recent music by American com-
posers, but exclusively to women. For the folks who claim that such en-
deavors are no longer necessary in 2014, one need look no further than the 
fact that while Phillips’s American Vernacular is a fabulous collection, it did 
not include a single female composer. But Ernst’s restriction is anything but 
limiting and proves that worthy music is being created by everyone. In fact, I 
decided to feature both discs in this essay to try to balance things out a bit.

Keeping Time by Canadian-born, now Bay Area-based Vivian Fung lends not 
only its title to Ernst’s anthology but also a guiding principle behind the se-
lection of all the works herein; as Ernst states in her booklet notes, “it reflects 
the ongoing pulse in music” and also “honors … composers writing during 
my lifetime.” Secret and Glass Gardens, a 2000 work by Jennifer Higdon 
written for the Van Cliburn Competition’s American Composer invitational, 
frequently enters territory that is worlds away from the frenetic virtuosity 
that usually characterizes her work and offers a glimpse of sumptuous lyri-
cism that is equally appealing. Katherine Hoover’s Dream Dances is a single 
movement that stiches together a wide range of dance-like sections in differ-
ent tempos. Jing Jing Luo’s Mosquito is, as its title implies, unbridled flitter-
ing; it is tense but very exciting. (Warning: though it is labelled correctly on 
the tray card, the metadata for this track was mislabeled and so it appears as 
though it were part of the next piece; in fact, the erroneously metadata tags 
continue on for an additional eight tracks of that next piece.)

The most substantial work featured on the disc is Chai Variations, a 
20-movement, 21-minute tour de force for solo piano by Judith Shatin that 
was inspired by the Jewish folksong “Eliahu HaNavi.” Chai, the 18th letter 
of the Hebrew alphabet, is often used to represent the number 18 as well 
as life, hence Steve Reich’s Music for 18 Musicians and this set of 18 brief 
variations with a theme at the beginning and a recapitulation of the theme 
at the very end. Ernst shows a particular affinity for this music, having previ-
ously recorded a whole disc of Shatin’s music with violinist Hasse Borup 
which included the formidable solo piano piece Widdershins.
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Spontaneous D-Combustion by Stefania de Kenessy, who shocked the sensi-
bilities of the avant-garde at the beginning of the 21st century with her “Der-
riere Guard” movement, is true to de Kenessy’s purposefully backward-look-
ing compositional aesthetics which provocatively reject most of the musical 
advances of the 20th century. But it’s not without some quirks. It is a series of 
seven short movements, but players can play as many as they wish in any or-
der. Ernst chose three, ending the set with a manic Vivace in septimal meter 
that is not the kind of thing you’d typically hear in the 19th century.

Nancy Bloomer Deussen’s “A Recollection,” a gorgeous little piece akin to 
the Albumblätter that so popular during the Romantic era, is from a suite of 
two pieces entitled Musings: Circa 1940 that were inspired by her childhood 
in the Bronx as World War II was about to unravel. Coming at the end of 
Ernst’s CD, it almost has the feel of an encore—perhaps a not so subtle sug-
gestion to other pianists since returning to the stage to play something like 
this after an entire concert program is an almost surefire way to garner even 
more enthusiastic applause.

- Frank J. Oteri
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CD REVIEW Palm Beach Post 2014
Local Music: Serene Classical

Palm Beach-based pianist and Juilliard School graduate Mary Kathleen Ernst 
(marykathleenernst.com) performs at major American and European festivals 
and venues, and has recorded five CDs. Her latest, “Keeping Time,” cel-
ebrates female classical composers.

The solo piano disc opens and closes with brief readings of Canadian Viv-
ian Fung’s dramatic title track and San Francisco-based Nancy Bloomer 
Deussen’s pastoral “A Recollection,” respectively. In-between, Ernst gets 
even more adventurous. Pieces by Brooklyn native Jennifer Higdon, flutist 
Katherine Hoover, and China’s Jing Jing Luo serve as appetizers to the disc’s 
centerpiece — University of Virginia professor Judith Shatin’s 20-movement 
tour-de-force “Chai Variations” — and Ernst’s best performance, Stefania de 
Kenessey’s three-part neoclassical suite “Spontaneous D-Combustion.”)

AWARDED BEST NEO-CLASSICAL CD OF 2014
“Keeping Time” by Mary Kathleen Ernst (marykathleenernst.com)

The area pianist dazzles on solo pieces by female classical composers, un-
earthing occasional elements of jazz, world, and popular music. Highlights 
include the two lengthiest numbers, Judith Shatin’s “Chai Variations” and 
Stefania de Kenessey’s “Spontaneous D-Combustion.”

- Bill Meredith
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CD REVIEW Fanfare Magazine Issue 37:5 (May/June 2014)
KEEPING TIME • Mary Kathleen Ernst (pn) • INNOVA 868 (68:54) 
FUNG Keeping Time. HIGDON Secret and Glass Gardens. HOOVER Dream 
Dances. LUO Mosquito. SHATIN Chai Variations. DE KENESSEY  
Spontaneous D-Combustion. DEUSSEN A Recollection 

Perhaps the most notable aspect of this release, above and beyond the ex-
cellence of Ernst’s playing, is the stylistic diversity of the material. The pro-
gram opens with Vivian Fung’s rapid-fire, almost minimalist homage to the 
gamelan, and continues with the chocolate-hued music of Jennifer Higdon. 
This is the first solo piano music of Higdon I have heard, and it impresses 
with its idiomatic grasp of the potential for intricate texture in a dense piano 
score. Katherine Hoover’s music, even when it is employing big gestures, is 
very economical. Every note counts. Dream Dances is an aptly descriptive 
title for the music, which is expressed in a lyrical, rhythmically alert flow. 
Jing Jing Luo breaks the mood with her agitated, and yes, highly whimsical 
flight of the mosquito, an insect that seems to fly much more erratically than 
a bumblebee. You get quite a bite at the end of the piece. 

Judith Shatin’s music has been well received in the pages of this magazine, 
including by myself. I have commented on her strong ability to create a 
narrative pulse in her work, calling her a natural story teller. That quality is 
much in evidence in this large and compelling composition. Chai Variations 
takes its main theme from Jewish liturgical music (and its name from the 
Hebrew word for life). The brooding theme is followed by 18 variations, with 
such titles as “Yearning” and “Pensive,” reflecting differing aspects of the hu-
man condition, before settling back to the original theme. 

Stefania de Kenessey dedicated her Spontaneous D-Combustion to Ernst. I 
wasn’t sure what to expect, given this rather snarky title, and was surprised 
by the sprightly three movement work (which she plans to expand into a 
concerto), which sounds inspired by popular American music from the early 
jazz age. Even the drawling molto tranquillo at the center seems to wear a 
quietly contented smile. 

The program closes with a gentle, lovely short work by Nancy Bloomer 
Deussen that seems to reflect the personality of the performer. Mary Kath-
leen Ernst has many opportunities to dazzle the ear in this recital, and care-
ful listening reveals a formidable virtuosity. But she seems to understand 
that her primary responsibility is to share the work of this excellent group of 
American women composers, making the honest and faithful expression of 
their music her utmost goal. As it should be. 

- Peter Burwasser Copyright © 2014 by Fanfare, Inc.
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CD REVIEW WTJU Classical Comments 2014
Mary Kathleen Ernst: Keeping Time

Mary Kathleen Ernst “Keeping Time”
Fung, Higdon, Hoover, Shatin, de Kenessey, Deussen
Innova

Pianist Mary Kathleen Ernst turns in a strong program of solo piano works 
with equally strong performances. Yes, all the works were written by women, 
but that’s about the only thing they have in common.

Vivan Fung’s “Keeping Time” uses the piano as a percussion instrument. This 
work is all about rhythm, and Ernst delivers an energetic and (in my opinion) 
very cool performance.

By contrast, Jennifer Higdon’s “Secret And Glass Gardens” sounds shimmer-
ing and ethereal, almost suspended in time and space. It’s almost a compan-
ion piece to Debussy’s “La cathédrale engloutie”

The “Dream Dances” of Katherine Hoover is a somewhat mysterious-sound-
ing work, with slow-moving passages suddenly bursting forth with up-tempo 
angular melodies.

Judith Shatin used the I Ching to guide her compositional process, and the 
resulting music is fasciniating. This 26-minute work is comprised of very 
short sections, sounding almost like aphorisims. Shatin sometimes has the 
piano sound very mechanistic, almost like an electronic instrument.

I somethimes think Stefania de Kenessey writes the music others wish they 
had the courage to. “Spontaneous D-Combustion” has catchy, tonal melo-
dies, supported by full, rich chords and a rhythmic pulse that has more than 
hint of pop sensibilities.

Nancy Bloomer Deussen’s “A Recollection” is a wistful and quiet little work 
that calms down the listener and makes a peaceful close to the program.

- Ralph Graves
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CD REVIEW IAWM Journal Volume 20, No. 2 2015

Keeping Time: Mary Kathleen Ernst, piano; Blanton Alspaugh, producer; 
Philip Blackburn, director; Chris Campbell, operations manager. Innova 868 
(2014)

As the millennium of 2000 drew near, the distinguished and internationally 
acclaimed concert pianist Mary Kathleen Ernst intensified her commitment 
to champion the extraordinary contribution of American women composers 
by increasing the exposure of their most compelling works on the concert 
stage ( Charity Innovators and Creative Talent Report, 2014). With the mar-
ket share of recordings for the entirety of “classical” music hovering around 
three percent, Ernst is acutely aware of the grave difficulties facing contem-
porary composers of serious music, especially women. 

Heralded by the critics as “a marvel of clarity and precision” ( The Times 
Picayune, New Orleans), Ernst performs internationally, often premiering 
twentieth and twenty first century American works and appearing at many 
of America’s most prestigious music festivals. A graduate of the Juilliard 
School (BM, 1977; MM, 1978), Ernst held the position of Artist-in-Residence 
at Shepherd University, West Virginia (1988-1994) and joined the faculty of 
the University of Virginia in 1997. Ernst says she performs in appreciation of 
the music “of these exceptional women, [who] captivated me and became 
an integral part of my repertoire as a pianist.” Released in commemoration 
of Women’s History Month, March 2013, this recording celebrates the piano 
music of Vivian Fung (b. 1975), Jennifer Higdon (b. 1962), Katherine Hoover 
(b. 1937), Jing Jing Luo (b. 1953), Judith Shatin (b. 1949), Stefania de Ke-
nessey (b. 1956), and Nancy Bloomer Deussen (b. 1931).

In selecting the disc’s repertoire, Ernst considered her relationships with the 
composers and the musical repertoire that directly impacted her education 
and professional career, and she searched for an idea that would character-
ize the recording. Keeping Time (2011), by the emerging Canadian compos-
er Vivian Fung, exemplified for Ernst the current direction of contemporary 
serious music in its merging of Western musical forms with non-Western 
elements. Fung was inspired by the  kajar or kempluk, the Balinese gamelan 
instrument that maintains an unfaltering pulse for the ensemble. Throughout  
Keeping Time is an unwavering, incessant pulse that resounds in a percus-
sive, pianistic display, juxtaposed dramatically with the formidable and 
rhythmically varied passagework presented by the piano, rendered meticu-
lously and with finesse by Ernst.
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The inclusion of  Secret and Glass Gardens (2000) by Jennifer Higdon, the
recipient of the 2010 Pulitzer Prize in Music for her Concerto for Violin and 
Orchestra (2008), is à propos. With its mysterious and graceful ambience 
created through the use of luminous polychords, rhythms that develop into 
polyrhythms and quickly unravel, and ethereal, meandering motifs,  Secret 
and Glass Gardens shares a decided correspondence with the compositional 
material and aesthetic of Debussy. Ernst’s performance exhibits a keen un-
derstanding of the subtleties of expression and the refinement of technique.

Although reminiscent of the indeterminate works of post-World War II avant-
garde composers,  Chai Variations (1995) by Judith Shatin emphasizes col-
laboration, especially salient in the professional associations of women com-
posers and musi41 cians. In  Chai [Life] Variations on Eliahu HaNavi (Elijah 
the Prophet), the artist selects the order of each variation, thereby creating 
an aesthetic totality generated by the individual pieces. Ernst’s arrangement 
of the variations juxtaposes the dark solemnity of the theme with moments 
of serene beauty and virtuosic majesty without overpowering or diminishing 
the sincerity of the Jewish folk musical material.

The following works also grace the album with their diversity and stand as 
examples of extraordinary compositional mastery, celebrating “the timeless-
ness of friendship and the ways in which great music binds us together” 
(liner notes ): an agitated musical depiction of  Mosquito (1991) by Jing Jing 
Luo; the mysterious and beautiful first movement, “A Recollection,” of the 
suite  Musings: Circa 1940 (1995) by Nancy Bloomer Deussen; the imagina-
tive and diverse  Dream Dances (2008) by Katherine Hoover; and the his-
torically informed concerto  Spontaneous D-Combustion (2012) by Stefania 
de Kenessey. 

Ernst delivers a meticulous, nuanced performance and is able to convey the 
essence of each composition.  Keeping Time is a moving, personal offering 
that pays homage, with gratitude, to the hands that created these works. For, 
according to Ernst: “Over time I watched [the composers] break barriers and 
bring to life music of great beauty and complexity that will no doubt stand 
the test of time. I feel privileged to be a long time champion of their work.”

-Kimberley Greene

Kimberly Greene is a PhD candidate in musicology at Claremont Graduate Univer-
sity, CA. Currently, she serves as Adjunct Professor of Music History at California 
State University, Fullerton. Greene’s notable commissioned publications include 
several named articles for Oxford Music Online (2013) and a series of articles for 
the Peter F. Drucker Graduate School of Management (2013). She holds a master 
of arts degree in Music History & Literature from CSUF, with additional degrees in 
German Studies, French Language and Literature, and Business Administration.
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CD REVIEW www.sequenza21.com
Mary Kathleen Ernst, piano

Headline: Mary Kathleen Ernst, who I admit I had not heard of before I got 
this recording, is a spectacularly gifted pianist. She plays with assured tech-
nique, a vast timbral palette, and a keen sensitivity to the variety of contem-
porary compositional styles. The current program, of recent music by female 
composers, is far more than  showcase for Ms Ernst, but it is that, too.

The program opens with Vivian Fung’s sly look at Keeping Time. Ms Fung 
uses time-keeping (an obsession in much contemporary American concert 
music) for melodic and gestural musings, with the clock’s insistence always 
present. The melodies in Jennifer Higdon’s Secret and Glass Gardens begin 
as quietly purposeful wanderings that gradually blossom into large gestures 
covering the entire range of the keyboard.

Katherine Hoover’s Dream Dances begins with mysterious, impressionistic 
gestures (very idiomatic, pianistic) that are indeed dream-like in their am-
biguity. The piece gradually, almost imperceptibly, develops into a driving, 
frenetic dance that abruptly, and convincingly, stops. Mosquito, by Jing Jing 
Luo, is a flighty beast indeed. Scurrying here, lighting there, it is a consis-
tently delightful piece, well-written and expressive.

Chai Variations, by Judith Shatin, is a set of 18 variations on a Hebrew folk 
song. Shatin takes an effectively old-fashioned approach to variation form(s)–
now Brahmsian, now Rzewskian–the theme is almost always clear in the 
background, if not the foreground. A shapely, convincing set.

Stefania De Kenessey’s Spontaneous D-Combustion is full of references to 
past styles. It is jaunty and eminently listenable. The program closes with 
Nancy Deussen’s attractive and haunting A Recollection. As the piece moves 
along, the nature of the “recollections” gets more-and-more elusive. It makes 
a fine end to a very good program, well-chosen and very well-played by Ms 
Ernst.)

- Steve Hicken
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CD REVIEW Fanfare Magazine
KEEPING TIME  Mary Kathleen Ernst (pn)  INNOVA 868 (69:04) 

FUNG Keeping Time. HIGDON Secret and Glass Gardens. HOOVER Dream 
Dances. LUO Mosquito. SHATIN Chai Variations. DE KENESSEY Spontane-
ous D-Combustion. DEUSSEN A Recollection

This unusual album by pianist Mary Kathleen Ernst combines the music of 
seven women composers, two of whom, at least, are well known (Higdon 
and Hoover), in what can only be described as a very eclectic mix. Strictly 
from the standpoint of style, if nothing else, there is little or nothing in com-
mon between the works of Vivian Fung and Jing Jing Luo on the one hand 
and Higdon and Hoover on the other, and the music of Judith Shatin and 
Stefania de Kenessey occupies a third style, yet as a whole the CD is utterly 
fascinating.

The afore-mentioned works of Fung and Luo are based on repeated motor 
rhythms in the left hand and flashy passagework with frequent shifts of pulse 
in the right. The latter piece, obviously, is meant to represent a mosquito 
flitting around one’s head; in the liner notes, Luo explains that she “freely 
improvised” most of the piece into existence. Higdon, on the other hand, 
tends to work in a more lyric vein, combining tonal if ambiguous melodies 
with shifting harmonies. Secret and Glass Gardens finds her in a Debussy 
or Ravel-like mood, the harmonic progression moving stepwise (either by 
whole or half tones) along with the right-hand melodies. 

One interesting aspect of Ernst’s playing, to me, is her ability to shift gears, 
so to speak, to encompass these diverse styles of music while retaining her 
own basic performing style. She does this by brightening and intensifying 
her tone within any fast or brilliant passages, yet can still create opaque col-
ors when the music becomes more delicate. 

Katherine Hoover’s Dream Dances is described by the composer as “weav-
ing together several dance-like sections: slow and sensuous; playful, lyric; 
and fast and intense.” I personally found the slow and sensuous portions of 
this score somewhat disconnected and uninteresting, partly due to Hoover’s 
proclivity to put some space between the notes but also because I found the 
structure to be somewhat rambling. I do not respond to music of mood that 
does not have an interesting structure, but your reaction may differ.

As already mentioned, a third style emerges in the music of Shatin and de 
Kennessey: tonal but based on a rich harmonic base, using unusual rhythms 
to make its points. Another, more interesting, factor in common between 
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them is the fact that both composers have given their interpreter(s) permis-
sion to play the movements (or sections) of these works in any order. 

Shatin’s theme is based on a Jewish folk song, Elijah the Prophet, but as soon 
as the variations begin she immediately deconstructs the piece, phrase by 
phrase, and puts it back together in quirky ways. This suite sounds like a less 
technically formidable but no less interesting version of Frederick Rzewski’s 
The People United—in fact, one might call the Chai Variations a “pocket” 
version of Rzewski’s masterpiece. Each variation has a specific mood, de-
fined by their titles: Lighthearted, Flowing, Sly, Whimsical, Dark, Shining, 
Yearning, With Cunning, Droll, Majestic, Mysterious, Tender, etc. Ernst does 
a fine balancing act here, getting into the spirit of each variant as it comes 
along. 

De Kennessey, described in the booklet as “a leading figure in the revival of  
Neoclassicism,” founded and directs an alliance of traditionalists in all fields 
of art and architecture called the “Derriere Guard.” One might rightly ex-
pect, then, that her style would be more closely allied to Higdon, but in fact 
her music had more in common with Shatin. I should point out that Spon-
taneous D-Combustion, although a finished work in itself, is going to be 
the basis for a piano concerto in which its seven movements can be played 
in any order and in any number. This sonata-like work, however, is laid out 
in three movements with the usual alternation of fast-slow-fast. One thing 
that immediately struck me in the first movement (and this may be Ernst’s 
interpretation rather than the way the score is written; I don’t know) was the 
“swing” she put into the syncopated figures. At the very outset, I thought 
it was going to tend towards Glass-type minimalism, but then the melody 
changed and variants appeared. One cannot in all honesty claim that this 
movement is jazz-related, but the relaxed pulse is certainly close in feeling. 
Although de Kennessey describes the second movement as being “blues-
like,” I found its rhythm to be more like pop or cabaret music, although 
better constructed than both. The “driving, toccata-like finale” is in 7/4 time 
(with a more traditional 4/4 interlude). Nancy Bloomer Deussen’s lovely, Ro-
mantic A Recollection closes out the recital.I found this to be an interesting, 
eclectic, and very engaging recital of unusual works worth discovering. The 
sound quality of the CD is superb. 

- Lynn René Bayley
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CD REVIEW Fanfare Magazine
AMERICAN FANTASIES • Hasse Borup (vn); Mary Kathleen Ernst (pn) 
• CENTAUR 2918 (72:21)

SCHOENBERG Phantasy for Violin with Piano Accompaniment. CAGE Six 
Melodies for Violin and Keyboard. SCHULLER Recitative and Rondo. HAR-
RIS Fantasy for Violin and Piano. KIRCHNER For Solo Violin. Duo No. 2 for 
Violin and Piano. COULTHARD Day-dream

Although originally released in 2008, this disc apparently was never re-
viewed in Fanfare and is only now getting its due. It has an interesting prem-
ise, using Arnold Schoenberg’s violin and piano Phantasy, composed in Los 
Angeles in 1949, to illustrate how Schoenberg’s teaching and latter-day mu-
sical influence affected American composers in ways distinct from his earlier 
Second Viennese School perspective. Unlike during his years in Europe, 
Schoenberg did not use his American teaching positions as a platform for his 
serial theories, but taught a broader foundation of Baroque, Classical, and 
Romantic methodology. His own Phantasy shares its episodic design and 
freedom of expression with fantasies by Mozart, while its 12-tone vocabu-
lary, in both its wistful and restless moments, is unmistakably Schoenberg. 
The two works here that hew closest to this model are Gunther Schuller’s 
incisive Recitative and Rondo (1954), composed in his 20s after acting as 
a page-turner for a Rudolf Kolisch/Edward Steuerman performance of the 
Schoenberg Phantasy, and Donald Harris’s vibrant Fantasy (1955), in which, 
ironically, he toes the serial line more strictly than did Schoenberg himself. 
But, wisely, we are also given examples from two of Schoenberg’s students 
which depart greatly from his own practice. John Cage’s early, charming Six 
Melodies (1950) show off his natural contrariness with simple, sweet-and-
sour harmonies, intimations of medieval dance rhythms, and a reductionist 
view of melody; Canadian composer Jean Coulthard’s Day-dream (1970) 
is a brief, devotedly tonal vignette. This leaves us with Leon Kirchner, who 
studied not only with Schoenberg but also Roger Sessions and Ernest Bloch, 
and ultimately developed a personal style beholden to none of them. His For 
Solo Violin (1985) etches out a craggy contour with relentless momentum 
and a dignified vision; the addition of piano in the Duo No. 2 (2001) cush-
ions the violin and instigates their fluid, rhapsodic interaction.

Violinist Borup and pianist Ernst are a perfect pairing, attuned and respon-
sive to each composer’s point of view, and deftly in-synch with each other’s 
slightest nuance. Concept, repertoire, and performance: This one’s a keeper.

- Art Lange
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mary kathleen ernst pianist
CD REVIEW Fanfare Magazine
AMERICAN FANTASIES • Hasse Borup (vn); Mary Kathleen Ernst (pn) 
• CENTAUR 2918 (72:21)

This program captures a remarkable chapter in American musical history. 
Arnold Schoenberg, staking his claim as a great man of European art music 
with his harmonic revolution, is forced from his homeland by Fascism and 
lands in the United States, where he struggles to find a footing in a strange 
new world. His renown attracts followers and students of a remarkable 
variety, including three of the composers on this release, John Cage, Leon 
Kirchner and Jean Coulthard. All of the other music on this CD is, as ac-
knowledged by the composers, directly influenced by Schoenberg. What is 
remarkable is the utter lack of imitation, a sign of great teaching. The dode-
caphonic Phantasy by Schoenberg leads the program. It is the oldest, and in 
a way the most daring, music on this recital. It is followed by Cage’s brief, 
rather sweet composition from 1950, which, although harmonically in an-
other universe from the Schoenberg, shares a concise, direct expressivity.

The balance of the program can be loosely characterized as post-Schoen-
berg. There is, in the music of both Gunther Schuller and Donald Harris, 
a dark muscularity that follows from Schoenberg, and also a spirited sense 
for the dramatic gesture. With Leon Kirchner, we come to one of the most 
important followers of the old man. Kirchner himself proudly acknowledged 
the influence of Schoenberg, but not as an acolyte. “Maybe my being a stu-
dent of the man had something to do with my remaining outside the systems 
that today dominate and regulate so much new music. I look for a chord 
that will resonate somewhere deep in my soul. My whole heart is involved 
in the choice of notes.” The music here includes the rather lyrical solo vio-
lin music, here in a premiere recording, and a masterpiece for violin and 
piano that could even be called lush. As in the brief Day-dream by Canadian 
composer Jean Coulthard, the spirit of Brahms rings through in this music, 
but this is wholly fitting, given that Brahms was one of Schoenberg’s favorite 
composers.

These performances are remarkably warm and self-effacing. In the Schoen-
berg, Ernst is content to be, as the title of the work directs, an accompanist. 
She and Borup have similar musical personalities; never flashy, finding rich 
but not overly ripe tone, and exploring this complex material with calm and 
insight.

- Peter Burwasser

www.marykathleenernst.com

For booking information:
Mary Kathleen Ernst

MK@MaryKathleenErnst.com
202.288.9600

“These perfor-
mances are 
remarkably 
warm.”



mary kathleen ernst pianist

PERFORMANCE REVIEW The Washington Post
“In” Series at Mount Vernon College
Mary Kathleen Ernst

“Four of Chopin’s wildest children,” as Schumann called the Sonata in B-flat
Minor, Op. 35, presented no disciplinary problems for pianist Mary Kathleen
Ernst in recital Monday night at Mount Vernon College’s Hand Chapel.

Ernst’s refined technique and confident maneuverings through the sonata’s
abrupt textural shifts highlighted a unity that is meant to be experienced,  
notanalyzed. Negotiating points of contention between lyrical and  
agitated themes in the opening “Doppio movimento,” she created a world  
of contrasts.

After intermission, juxtapositions continued—with two toccatas by Harris
and Prokofiev as polarized commentary on a keyboard form meant for dia-
bolicalrhythmic intervention. In the Prokofiev, it’s easy for performers to pass
up biting sarcasm for heavy-handedness, particularly when the piano be-
havesas a percussive instrument. Ernst allowed Prokofiev’s wit to bubble 
forth irresistibly.

Roy Harris’s toccata had considerably fewer volts of manic electricity,
but its calm current and full harmonic gestures showed off Ernst’s skills in
shading, timber and rhythmic placement.

Judith Shatin’s atonal “Scirocco” challenged the ears in much the same way
that Hand Chapel’s starkly modern light fixtures seem to pierce the eyes.
Ernst’s sonic jewels might glow brighter with more clarity of voice against
voice and color against color, particularly in the Schubert Impromptus, Op. 
90, that opened and closed the evening. Ernst bracketed her recital with 
thick darkness where visible sonorities might have been.

- Marion Jacobson
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PERFORMANCE REVIEW TheaterScene.net
Women’s Work Presents Second Concert of 2012 Series, March 11 At The 
Players Theatre In Manhattan
– Pianist Mary Kathleen Ernst Is Featured Performer

Women’s Work will present the second concert of its 2012 series, featuring 
pianist Mary Kathleen Ernst, on Sunday, March 11 – 7:00 PM in the Steve 
and Marie Sgouros Theatre of The Players Theatre, 115 MacDougal Street in 
Manhattan. The concert will be hosted by series curator Beth Anderson.

Concert repertoire will be a program of American music, including Chai 
Variations (1995) by Judith Shatin, Mosquito (1991) by Luo Jing Jing, Dream 
Dances (2008) by Katherine Hoover, In D (2012) by Stefania de Kenessey – 
World Premiere, Secret and Glass Gardens (2000) by Jennifer Higdon and 
Keeping Time (2011) by Vivian Fung. This program also includes two New 
York Premieres.

The three-concert 2012 series, with works chosen by the presenting perform-
ers, will explore small ensemble chamber and vocal music by prominent 
contemporary and historic women composers from the Americas, Asia
and Europe.

Women’s Work brings recognition to the achievements of women compos-
ers and performers of all periods and nationalities by producing concerts of 
women’s music and by teaching the public about their accomplishments. 
Many of the composers presented speak at the concerts.

Mary Kathleen Ernst has received critical acclaim as “a vigorous advocate” 
of music by women composers. Among her many awards are top prizes 
at Spain’s Jose Iturbi International Piano Competition and a United States 
Information Service award for Outstanding Artistic and Human Qualities. In 
the United States, Ernst has been presented by the Kennedy Center, National 
Gallery of Art, Library of Congress in Washington, DC, Lincoln Center, Carn-
egie Hall, National Public Radio and Television, Voice of America, and the 
Spanish Ministry of Culture. She has received major grants from the National 
Endowment for the Arts, Lila Wallace-Reader’s Digest, the Washington DC 
Commission on the Arts and Humanities, and the Virginia Commission for 
the Arts.
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PERFORMANCE REVIEW International Alliance of Women in Music
Women’s Work Concert, Steve and Marie Sgouros  
Theatre of The Players Theatre, New York City
March 11, 2012

On Sunday evening, March 11th, Women’s Work, a series created, curated, 
and presented by Beth Anderson, sponsored an interesting and varied piano 
recital of works by American women, performed by Mary Kathleen Ernst 
at The Players Theatre in New York City’s Greenwich Village. The first half 
began with Judith Shatin’s Chai Variations on Eliahu HaNavi, eighteen varia-
tions based on a simple, stern theme, which is treated in ways both tradi-
tional and highly original, from simple to complex, never losing its interest. 
This was followed by Luo Jing Jing’s Mosquito, a virtuoso portrait of insis-
tence and annoyance, and the inevitable attempts to deal with the insect—it 
proved to be charming, well-written, and amusing.

After a short intermission, Ms. Ernst performed Spontaneous D-Combustion 
by Stefania de Kenessey. This is part of a new “composition for use,” to be 
performed with local bands and music classes as well as with orchestras. It 
is a fun piece and should be a big success. The following work was Jennifer 
Higdon’s Secret and Glass Gardens, a piece with a pastoral flavor that made 
special use of a varied harmonies and haunting filigree. Katherine Hoover’s 
Dream.

Dances came next; at times playful, then lyric, and finally intense—it is a 
highly effective work. The program closed with Vivian Fung’s Keeping Time, 
a concert etude which combines propulsive writing with gamelan-like 
sounds, and never lets go. All in all, the Women’s Work Concert provided 
a most interesting musical evening. Mary Kathleen Ernst gave an excellent 
accounting of all the pieces, coaxing fine performances from an instrument 
that was rather below her high level of skill and musicianship.
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PERFORMANCE REVIEW The Buffalo News
State University of New York at Buffalo
A Native Pianist Shows She Has World of Talent

An overflow crowd of well-wishers packed Allen Hall Auditorium on the 
State University of Buffalo Main Street Campus Wednesday night to hear 
Buffalo native Mary Kathleen Ernst give her first recital in some time.
For the young pianist has been building an international career for herself 
as a soloist, and her appearance was presumably a bi-product of her visit 
home.

Featured on the program was the U.S. premiere of a work first played by 
Ernst in Spain a few months ago. Larry Alan Smith’s “Fortune” is a brief, 
three-movement work based, would you believe, on a Chinese fortune 
cookie message.

It’s a well-crafted and entertaining piece—sort of a Debussy-Hindemith 
amalgam laced with just enough minimalism to give it a contemporary fla-
vor. To the young composer I’d say: “OK for a start; what else ya got?”
The remainder of the program was entirely traditional, comprising 
Beethoven’s “Appassionata” Sonata, the Chopin A-flat Major Ballade, Liszt’s 
Transcription (as Grand Etude No. 6) of Paganini’s 24th Caprice—the one 
everybody uses for variations—plus Chopin’s “Harp” Etude as an encore.

She reveals herself as a very fine pianist, worthy of the various international 
awards she’s been picking up. Her tone can be wonderfully big and reso-
nant, as at the beginning of Beethoven’s slow movement, and her ability to 
project and unify the piano sound is all the more remarkable given a piano 
suffering from a variety of minor ills of intonation, voicing and regulation.

She is brilliant at expressing contrast by sudden shifts of loudness and tone 
color, and where such contrasts are important—as in the Beethoven and 
much of the Liszt—she clearly rates among the best.

- Andrew Stiller
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PERFORMANCE REVIEW The Morning Journal 
Martinsburg, West Virginia
Millbrook Orchestra
Ernst Salvages Millbrook Finale

SHEPHERDSTOWN—The Millbrook Orchestra’s 13th season ended Sun-
day on a generally positive note, its finest moment in this last concert of 
the year being a crackerjack performance by pianist Mary Kathleen Ernst of 
Beethoven’s “Fourth Piano Concerto.”

At the podium for this concert was Frederick Morden, director of the Al-
toona, Pa. Symphony and a candidate for the vacant post of permanent 
Millbrook music director. Morden’s choice of programming was good, if 
conservative – in addition to the Beethoven, he chose Nicolai’s “Merry 
Wives of Windsor” overture, Ravel’s “Mother Goose” suite and the “Romeo 
and Juliette” overture of Tchaikowsky.

Beethoven’s “Fourth Piano Concerto” is one of the great works of literature, 
filled with memorable melodies and an unconventional, brilliantly inventive 
framework. Ernst proved herself equal to the challenge, offering pianism of 
high quality, distinguished by a strong, commanding sound coupled with a 
technique of enviable control. This last point was particularly evident in the 
first movement, when she was able to shut off power instantly in some of the 
running passages, bringing the volume down but losing none of the intensity.
Ernst’s intelligent, exciting performance brought forth fervent acclaim from 
the audience, which brought her back for several curtain calls.

She should probably have taken an extra bow for her aplomb in working 
with the orchestra, which too often found itself at odds with Ernst, particular-
ly in choosing the same tempo at key moments. In the unusual recitative-like 
second movement—which is admittedly very difficult to coordinate—soloist 
and orchestra seemed to be on different wavelengths. This can happen be-
cause of the movement’s question-answer structure, but a better-coordinated 
performance would have made the music sound more like a real conversa-
tion, rather than opposing viewpoints admitting no room for argument. The 
orchestra ran into difficulty in the third movement, too, where conflicting 
interior tempos ruined the effect of each return of the main rondo theme.

- Greg Stepanich
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PERFORMANCE REVIEW Levante (Spain)
Ministry of Culture Concert Series
American Premieres

With a very new and extremely interesting program, the North American 
pianist Mary Kathleen Ernst returned to play again before the Valencian 
public, on this occasion choosing an unmistakably American program that 
included works of Copland, Philip Glass, Alan Smith and Roy Harris, all 
pupils of Nadia Boulanger.

Mary Kathleen Ernst approached these difficult pieces with total conviction, 
absolute involvement and a forceful pianism, and in addition played the 
entire program from memory, which is not very common among artists who 
venture to play 20th Century keyboard music. The North American pianist 
possesses a formidable technique which she applies with grace, as in the 
“Four Piano Blues,” or with overwhelming drive, as in the famous ”Sonata 
for Piano” of Copland, one of the “greats” of North American music of this 
century. His Sonata demands intelligence in the interpretation of its musical 
architecture, control of phrasing, and sophisticated use of pedal, all of which 
were accomplished by this artist with the highest results.

The second half began with the fresh and repetitive music of Philip Glass, 
whose effects did not escape the attentive vision of the artist. We heard 
Piston’s “Passacaglia,” written in 1943, a less ambitious work, but equally 
representative. Mary Kathleen Ernst also presented the European premiere 
of Larry Alan Smith, a young North American composer who expresses his 
ideas distinctively and with a musical style of great interest that draws upon 
classical structure without utilizing antiquated formulas.

—G. Despuig
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PERFORMANCE REVIEW The Times Picayune (New Orleans)
Festival of New Music
Music From the Boulangerie

“Am I,” Ned Rorem asked in 1982, “the only living expatriate American 
composer who never studied with Nadia Boulanger?” It seemed that way at 
the time, and things haven’t changed much. A pianist on the Contemporary 
Arts Center’s Festival of New Music gave a recital devoted to Boulanger stu-
dents, and the program stretched from Philip Glass and Larry Alan Smith to 
Aaron Copland, Walter Piston and Roy Harris. In fact, that was the program. 

From the early 1920’s until the decade of her death, the 70’s, Boulanger 
was the pedagogue most sought out by musical Americans abroad. She 
molded the men who molded quintessentially “American” music. But was 
she a cookie cutter? Pianist Mary Kathleen Ernst’s illuminating performances 
Saturday night proved otherwise, but one sensed common ingredients—or 
method—in the products. The differences appeared not only between com-
posers, naturally, but within the works of a single composer, Copland, and 
in the same form, his Four Piano Blues. Spanning more than two decades, 
these blues ranged in expression from pop-simple Joplinesque pleasures and 
an anticipation of Boogie-woogie, to modern abstractions of the folk idiom. 

Copland’s Piano Sonata represented his tone-row interests, a row that Bou-
langer thought unworthy of hoeing. But work it he did, and not at a com-
plete loss of native American personality. Blues elements surface, as does 
the open-spaces expansiveness that characterizes his popular concert, ballet 
and film scores. Of the other elders on the program, Piston was represented 
by a Passacaglia, Harris by an exuberant Toccata that makes a great last-act 
curtain for any musical event. Glass’ short “Opening” was readily recogniz-
able as transparent Glass, and Smith’s Third Piano Sonata of 1979 displayed 
great unity of approach and rhythmic vitality, though the fury sometimes 
outweighed the interest of the sound. Each student apparently was endowed 
with a respect for clarity. Or did Ernst’s playing make it seem that way? The 
pianist was a marvel of clarity and precision, and she infused each work—
even the straightjacketed Glass—with maximum expressiveness.

- Frank Gagnard
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INTERVIEW  Fanfare Magazine Issue 37:5 (May/June 2014)
Making Classical Music Cool:  
An Interview with Pianist Mary Kathleen Ernst  

PB: Your repertoire obviously covers a broad range of music, going back to 
the Baroque, but on the basis of the two CDs at hand, you seem to have a 
special taste for music of living composers. Can you discuss this, including 
how your interest in new music started? 

MKE: My piano teacher, the late Jacob Lateiner, premiered Elliott Carter’s 
Piano Concerto with the Boston Symphony and gave me a record of the per-
formance. I was bowled over! He encouraged my interest in contemporary 
music and coached me on many wonderful works by Barber, Cage, Cop-
land, Diamond, Persichetti, Piston, Sessions, and others, during my Juilliard 
years. Note the conspicuous lack of women composers, but at least most of 
the men were alive at the time! I performed Copland’s Piano Sonata many 
times with the Juilliard Dance Ensemble as part of the Lincoln Center Tour-
ing Program in New York City public schools. I had wonderful opportunities 
to work with and perform premieres of terrific works by my Juilliard col-
leagues like Larry Alan Smith and Eric Ewazen, for example. When I com-
peted in the Jose Iturbi International Piano Competition, I won the prize for 
best interpretation of the compulsory new work commissioned by a Spanish 
composer for the competition, so I guess my interpretive talent for contem-
porary music was recognized. 

PB: You have been a champion of the music of women composers. How did 
that direction evolve for you? 

MKE: While at Juilliard, I met Judith Shatin, who was getting a Master’s in 
composition, and she and I became good friends and are still close to this 
day. She introduced me to her inventive music and music by other women 
of our generation, and I became passionate about the exploration of a whole 
world of composers I did not know existed. I began inserting works by 
women in my recital programs—from Ruth Crawford Seeger to Ruth Lomon, 
from Clara Schumann to Augusta Read Thomas, and so on, until I developed 
full recital programs of music by American women composers. I became 
involved with American Women Composers, as it was formerly known, now 
International Alliance of Women in Music, where I met and worked with 
some very gifted composers. I initially met Stefania de Kenessey and Nancy 
Bloomer Deussen through this affiliation. Stefania’s Sunburst was commis-
sioned by me in 1993 for the MusicAlaska Fairbanks International Congress 
and it has become a core piece in my repertoire, with premieres at the 
Contemporary American Theater Festival in West Virginia, Derriere Guard 
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Festival Chicago and Carnegie Hall Composer-Pianist concerts. In 1995, I 
recorded chamber and solo works of both Stefania’s and Nancy’s on a CD 
titled Two by Three. I first heard Jennifer Higdon’s music at the International 
Flute Conference in Washington back in the 1980s and waited almost 20 
years for her to compose a solo piano piece. It was totally worth the wait. In 
the late 1980s, I came across Katherine Hoover’s volume of delightful piano 
pieces and have performed them many times, so I was excited a few years 
ago when she sent me Dream Dances, a large scale, multi-section work with 
high drama that I knew would fit well in this recording. I premiered Jing Jing 
Luo’s Mosquito during a State Department and Spanish Ministry of Culture 
tour in Europe shortly after it was published in the early 1990s. It appears in 
many of my programs and I sometimes offer it as an encore, because it is so 
funny. When’s the last time a serial work five minutes long made you laugh? 
Audiences love to laugh, even at classical music concerts. 

PB: Related to this subject, how does being able to discuss your perfor-
mance with the composer affect your playing? 

MKE: Working in person with a composer is always invaluable, when a 
composer’s conception of a piece is merged with the performer’s interpre-
tive realization. I will never forget playing for Leon Kirchner at his home a 
year or so before his death. We sat together while he played a number of his 
recorded pieces, with him at the piano. Wow! He was an incredible vir-
tuoso. Although he was weak and it was difficult for him to speak at length, 
between playing the recordings and explaining, he helped me come to a 
perfect understanding of what he was trying to convey and I came away 
with confidence about my performance. I think composers are very open to 
different interpretations of their music and this is what makes great music so 
universal. 

PB: What a wonderful story. Kirchner’s music is certainly important and un-
derappreciated. Do you remember what you played of his? 

MKE: Violinist Hasse Borup and I were preparing to record his Duo No. 2, 
composed in 2002, and he was very pleased that we were performing and 
recording it. It is included on our Centaur release American Fantasies. We 
had a long working session with him, followed by a lovely lunch. He told us 
fascinating stories about his years in California, Stravinsky, and Schoenberg. 
PB: It would be great to have your comments on the seven composers on 
Keeping Time. 

MKE: The youngest composer and newest friend is Vivian Fung, who met 
with me shortly before the recording in May 2012. In working with her 
on the title cut, Keeping Time, she wanted a percussive, staccato quality 
throughout this virtuosic concert étude, similar to the sound of instruments 
in the Gamelan orchestras of Indonesia. Because of the resonant acoustic 
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in Mechanics Hall, Worcester, Massachusetts, where we recorded, and the 
toccata-like nature of the piece, I had to work very hard to achieve this. Viv-
ian is brilliant and is engaged in fascinating research, traveling and gathering 
samples of Chinese and East Asian folk song and studying culture in remote 
areas. 

Jennifer Higdon helped me highlight her signature flourishes throughout 
Secret and Glass Gardens. She clarified subtle structural elements that bet-
ter unified the piece for me, but that also allowed each of the surprising new 
musical ideas to sparkle. Secret and Glass Gardens is transcendent and is a 
beautiful experience for both performer and listener, even though it is chal-
lenging technically. It is not often that the great amount of time spent learn-
ing extremely difficult music is rewarding, but in this case, the experience of 
performing music that had a profound effect on performer and audience was 
a rare and precious one. 

In Dream Dances, Katherine Hoover helped me enhance a grand architec-
ture that builds to a tremendous climax using speed, crescendo, and bra-
vura style that really comes across in performance. Katherine is not only a 
fantastic composer and flutist, but also pianist, so was very helpful explain-
ing technical and interpretive things in pianistic terms. I think she must be 
a good conductor as well because she really got me going in rehearsal to 
generate a resonant “baritone” sound in the opening moments and a huge 
sound across the entire keyboard in the tumultuous finish. I visualized these 
intense moments with her as I was recording. 

Jing Jing Luo has always been a great fan of my Mosquito interpretation. I 
have to say it is one of the most fun pieces to play, ever, even though there 
are some treacherous passages. When I called to talk to her about some 
of the notation before the recording sessions, she said that however I was 
inspired to play it was the way it should be. Now I can go to sleep at night 
believing I can really play the piano. 

I have premiered a number of Judith Shatin’s intriguing piano pieces, and 
recorded her Widdershins and now Chai Variations, both for the Innova 
label, so Judith and I know each other well. She is a very positive person and 
always mentions the interpretive aspects she loves about your performance. 
Since I have performed Chai Variations many times, it has become an old 
friend to us and we have only modified a few tempos of late. Although the 
variations are short, each explores a vivid sonic world of textures, colors, 
and emotions that are quite captivating. 

Stefania de Kenessey is a fantastic pianist, so I am always a bit nervous when 
I do a first play-through for her, as the technical difficulty of her writing 
reflects her virtuosity. I thought I was in real trouble when I finished and she 
looked up and said that I played the second movement much slower than 
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she envisioned, but that it really worked. She loved it and didn’t want to 
change it. I just don’t want it ever to end; it’s so gorgeous, so I take it s-l-o-w. 
Nancy Bloomer Deussen and I have collaborated on a number of projects 
and I felt her charming miniature, A Recollection, made a perfect ending for 
the CD. It’s like a sentimental look back over the many years of friendship, 
great music, and good times all of us have enjoyed working together in the 
world of music. 

PB: Are any of the pieces on the Innova CD, or all of them, commissioned 
by you? 

MKE: Spontaneous D-Combustion, for various instruments and piano, is an-
other commission in the works and a version for solo piano appears on the 
CD. Stefania and I have had a blast working on this “concerto” because we 
wanted to make it fun and playable by performers of just about any instru-
ment and ability, from a symphony orchestra to a high school jazz or rock 
band or smaller chamber groupings. We are on a mission to make classical 
music cool. 

PB: It seems that every generation hears about the “death of classical music.” 
It seems to me that increased interest in the kind of new music that you are 
playing, carefully mixed with the classics, might be a good formula for the 
continued life of classical music. Your thoughts? 

MKE: There will always be a strong if smaller following for classical and 
modern music, but presenters and artists are inventing ways of appealing 
more to audiences immersed in popular culture. The San Francisco Sym-
phony offered a series recently called Beethoven and Bates, featuring young, 
innovative composer and deejay Mason Bates, DJ Masonic, performing on 
electronica with his symphonic work B-Sides. He brilliantly infuses aspects 
of spinning with compelling symphonic writing. So although there will al-
ways be the elite classical music purists, I see a trend toward a new genera-
tion of classical composition more inclusive, and perhaps more reflective of 
our society. 

PB: Perhaps relative to the previous question, do you see a growing audi-
ence for new music? We have certainly witnessed a growth in attendance 
here in Philadelphia. I thought a huge turning point here was a few years 
ago when Jennifer Higdon got a standing ovation, and hoots and hollers, 
from a packed house for a performance of her Concerto for Orchestra. 
MKE: I do perceive growing audiences for new music. Jennifer Higdon’s 
Blue Cathedral is the most performed orchestral work by a living American 
composer. In south Florida where I live, the Miami Ballet premiered a fantas-
tic new ballet set to Lowell Lieberman’s Second Piano Concerto that was a 
sellout. Conductor Michael Tilson Thomas and the New World Symphony in 
Miami regularly sell out modern music concerts. Many American symphony 
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orchestras now have composers in residence and regularly perform new mu-
sic. My children much prefer to hear what’s new rather than old. 

PB: I don’t think it is far-fetched to say that new music today, generally 
speaking, is more accessible than it was a generation ago. Do you agree? If 
so, can you offer your explanation for this? 

MKE: It seems historically that musical innovation follows architecture and 
art, and appreciation of new music lags that of the visual arts. My explana-
tion is that experiencing music is much more abstract, aural, non-visual, and 
difficult, given it exists only within time as it passes. The listener must be 
perceptive and open to how music affects the senses and emotions. I think 
the evolution of performance art, media, and electronic music have contrib-
uted to greater interest in new music. Non-traditional venues like the popu-
lar club Le Poisson Rouge in Manhattan attract standing-room-only crowds 
for evenings of new music, food, and drink. My colleague Kathleen Supove 
has popularized cutting-edge piano performances, mixing edgy costumes, 
video, and even kickboxing in her Exploding Piano events. There is a lot of 
ingenious programming out there. 

PB: What I should have asked more directly is, do you think the re-emer-
gence of tonal writing in academic circles in the past generation has been 
a major reason for the increased public interest in new music? And for that 
matter, is there a future for atonal composition? 

MKE: What will the next major upheaval be? Happily, music has gone be-
yond the simple definition of being either tonal or atonal. Some historians 
believe that during generally peaceful times, the mainstream arts tend to be 
less experimental and reactionary, but I think experimentation is always on-
going. It may not be mainstream yet, but there are musical innovators today 
like Tod Machover at MIT and others developing robotic instruments, dy-
namic and interactive music, for example. If chromaticism and the 12-tone 
revolution forever changed traditional musical thought and composition, 
they also allowed composers the freedom to develop unique musical lan-
guages that defy categorization. If music triggers strong emotional responses 
and stimulates the senses, that is what is most important to me. The music in 
Keeping Time does just that. 

FANFARE: Peter Burwasser 
Copyright © 2014 by Fanfare, Inc.

www.marykathleenernst.com

For booking information:
Mary Kathleen Ernst

MK@MaryKathleenErnst.com
202.288.9600








